CHAPTER   III

HOW   THE   CAROLINGIANS   SOUGHT   TO
REBUILD   THE  EMPIRE

A FTER Dagobert's death, Merovingian decay was past mending and
L\ no great ruler made any further attempt to arrest it. Moral de-
JL Xpravity had first produced debauchery in these kings; then it led to
madness. Worn out by their excesses, they died even before they came
of age. Their mothers, serving-girls forced into their fathers' beds, ruled
in their stead. And all the while the kingdom's treasury dwindled, in
part because of immunity from taxation granted in weakness to the more
powerful lords, partly because the advance of Islam interrupted all trade
with the East, the source of wealth. All through the Mediterranean world
the Arab invasion moved forward with frightful speed. Mahomet had
died in 632; by 635 the Moslem armies were at Damascus, by 641 at
Alexandria, by 713 at Toledo. In 725 Arab bands crept up die Rhone
valley as far as Autun. Nor were these new conquerors assimilable as had
been the Germans. The Franks had admired Rome and accepted Christian-
ity, but the Mohammedans remained loyal to their own customs and
religion. At the beginning of the eighth century they were practically
masters of the Mediterranean. They occupied all Spain and a part of
Languedoc. Throughout southern France they slaughtered the men and
violated and kidnapped the women. And thus dwellers in that region
took refuge in eyries perched on rocky summits (Grimaldi, Eze). Then
the Saracens settled down throughout the countryside, bringing with
them buckwheat (in French still caljed sarraslno], the Damascus rose,
porous earthenware jars to keep water cool, the date palm and saffron,
a herb without which bouillabaisse would have been impossible. To
the Saracens southern France likewise owes Moorish architecture, local
dance forms and, to a certain extent, the poetic and scientific cultivation
of its petty courts. But thanks to this curtain of infidels, the kingdom of
France was divided from the Christian world of the East, the heir of classic
civilization. Crass ignorance spread far and wide, Latin gave place to
rustic dialects. Its sovereigns were so weak that all they possessed were die
title, the curly locks and the long beards of kings. And the real chieftain
of the kingdom was a high official called the Mayor of the Palace.
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